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Old Clubfoot 
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ONDA lay on his stomach over the gunwale of the flat-
bottomed, galvanized-iron boat, peering over the steaming 
water through a pair of binoculars. Stripped to the waist, his 
smooth suntanned back glistened in the sun. Tiny beads of 
perspiration evaporated as soon as they appeared. For the 
thirty-seventh time a deerfly lit on his back. He reached around 
and swatted it with a resounding smack, and stared out over the 
water again. I could hear him mumbling malicious things about 
deerflies, sweat, and heat. My own exertion in poling the boat 
jungle-fashion over the shallow water kept the flies off but the 
sun scalded the sweat on my back, and blisters on my hands made 
me envy Monda his complete repertoire of cuss words. 
"Seen him yet?" I asked unnecessarily. 
"No. What th' hell, let's just sit here and wait till the dirty 
so and so sticks his ugly proboscum out of the water. Here, you 
take a turn with the glasses." 
I took the binoculars and gazed out over the glassy water. 
Distant objects shimmered in the heat. A great blue heron stood 
motionless in the shallow water, waiting for a hapless poUywog 
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to swim by. A bittern came whooping out of a clump of willow 
shrubs on the shore and flew away to the south. Sandpipers 
trotted along the opposite shore, piping and jabbing their beaks 
into the mud. There was no sign of old Clubfoot anywhere on 
the small dank lake. I put the glasses back into the case and filled 
my pipe. 
'The old devil is out there somewhere,,, Monda said, slowly. 
"West saw him again yesterday. Gimme the makin's—mine's wet." 
T TOSSED him my tobacco pouch and took out the glasses again. 
Somewhere out in that steaming mudhole there should have 
been a huge turtle's head protruding from the water. Old Club-
foot, if he were to be judged from casual evidence, must have 
weighed at least a hundred pounds. No doubt he was the veteran 
of a hundred summers and countless battles. One of his feet had 
been mangled in a steel trap or the equally vicious jaws of an-
other turtle. Until a week ago, Hackberry Lake had been free 
of turtles, except for a few small harmless ones of the painted 
variety. 
Then one morning a mallard was seen to splash and flounder 
on the water, scream, and disappear. On various parts of the 
lake there were small patches of floating feathers—mute evidence 
that a huge turtle was slaughtering ducks. We found his tracks 
in the mud. The imprint of the left hind foot was misshapen and 
blunt. 
Deerflies were beginning to come out of the bulrushes in clouds. 
"One thing about these winged hyenas," Monda said as he 
obliterated two with one blow, "they're dumb enough to give a 
guy a chance to smash the soup out of them." The flies seemed 
reluctant to move, once they had jabbed our tender flesh. 
A brace of btuebill came gliding in from the west and plopped 
their fat bellies down on the water with a single splash, so close 
to us that I felt my fingers going through the motion of cocking 
an imaginary shotgun. Monda saw the gesture, and smiled know-
ingly. "Listen, fellah, we're hired to protect these birds, and it's 
bad ethics to even think about shooting them." 
"I was just thinking," I said, "how nice it would be to draw a 
bead on old Clubfoot instead of going after him with a con-
founded crochet hook." Firearms were forbidden on the lake. 
Hundreds of wild ducks nesting along the shores were not to be 
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disturbed by gunfire. Whenever a snapping turtle began to prey 
on the ducks there was but one course of action. We went out 
after it on a still day, in a boat light enough to pole over the 
shallows, armed with a long iron rod with a sharp hook at one 
end. When a turtle's head appeared above the water we pushed 
over to him and tried to hook him before he could bury himself 
in the slimy mud at the bottom. Old Clubfoot was a particularly 
wary warrior, and we were eager to get him. His size and cunning 
would give us a memorable battle. 
"Look, Rod, over by the first clump of bulrushes—there he is!" 
Monda almost upset our unstable craft in his excitement. "Gimme 
the blinkity-blank-blank oar. It's your turn with the hook!" 
COMEHOW we changed ends without upsetting the boat. 
Monda stealthily pushed the oar into the mud behind us and 
shoved us forward. A hundred feet away old Clubfoot had his 
head sticking out of the water. It looked as big as a football. 
Probably the splashing of the bluebills had attracted him to the 
surface, and he was reconnoitering. 
With one foot on the bottom of the boat, and the other on 
the bow, I stood holding the gaff hook as if it were a harpoon, and 
old Clubfoot a whale off the coast of Labrador. I recalled that 
whalers aren't bothered with mud and sweat and deerflies. 
Behind me I heard Monda's heavy breathing and the soft suck 
of the oar as he drew it out of the muddy bottom for another 
stroke. The bluebills moved out to deeper water just as Club-
foot's head disappeared. I motioned Monda to stop, and we 
waited. My breath was coming a little too fast, and my fingers 
trembled on the shaft of the hook. One hundred pounds of 
fighting steel muscles and horny shell tugging against insecure 
footing on a flimsy boat! 
"We'll have to wait till he comes up again," Monda said. 
"Why, you're shaking, man. What's the matter?" 
"Well," I countered, "you aren't too cool and collected your-
self." His fingers were trembling a little as he lit the sodden 
remains of a hand-rolled cigarette. 
Suddenly one of the bluebills sent up a nerve-racking screech. 
He splattered and flapped, sending showers of water in every 
direction. The other bird took off and flew around in circles, 
adding its squawks to the clamor. Monda bent the oar double in 
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a frantic effort to get the boat out into deeper water. I stood up 
in the bow again, with the hook poised for a thrust. Six feet from 
the end of the boat old Clubfoot had the duck by a thigh, and 
with a vicious thrust of a powerful paw he tore all the flesh and 
feathers from one side of the squawking bird. Crimson blood 
swirled through the dark water. Clubfoot saw me and dived, 
keeping his hold on the still struggling bird. I lunged with the 
hook and missed. Monda yelled, and on the second try I felt the 
hook scrape along the hard shell and catch hold. 
TPHE water was deeper here, so that Monda could sit midships 
and use both of the oars, It kept him busy trying to balance the 
boat and at the same time to keep it pointed toward the scene of 
battle. Clubfoot dived straight down to entangle himself in the 
vine-like weeds at the bottom. If I could stop him before he 
reached bottom, I thought, half the battle would be won. The 
mangled body of the duck came floating to the surface. Monda 
yelled oaths and encouragement, while he churned up the water 
with the oars. If only we could drag him into shallower water. 
"I think he's coming," I said after what seemed an hour. I could 
hardly feel the sting of the blisters on my hands. As the shaft of 
the hook was of soft iron, I bent it to keep a firmer hold. With 
an extra heave I managed to get the old battler far enough out 
of the water so that we could see where I had him hooked. The 
sharp point of the hook had missed the leathery flesh and pierced 
the shell beside his powerful lashing tail. This enabled him to 
use every ounce of his strength, and I was beginning to tire. 
"Get his head up, and I'll crack him with an oar!" 
I pulled again, and gallons of water poured over the side of 
the boat. Another heave, with a quick sideways pull, brought the 
huge head and neck arching out of the water. With a savage shout, 
Monda brought the oar down squarely on the old reptile's 
armored head. In an instant the head, tail, and all four legs were 
pulled close to the shell, and with one last heave I drew the ugly 
beast into the boat. 
He lay there on his back, stunned. 
"Hold him," Monda yelled. "I've got the wire!" With a deft 
motion he circled a length of wire cable laterally around the 
turtle, so that it came between the upper and lower shell. Club-
foot would come to, and come fighting. We had to get the cable 
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in his mouth and tightened so that the head would be held back 
in the shell. If Monda missed, we would be comparatively help-
less at close quarters with a maddened reptile large enough to 
snap off our hands as though they were made of wax. 
(tf^NE by one the great, scaly, claw-tipped paws came out from 
the shell. Then the tail, as big around as a man's arm, lashed 
out; the heavy blunt head moved forward, the razor-sharp jaws 
gaping. Clubfoot was still dazed, but recovering fast. I had both 
my knees firmly planted in the middle of his under shell. It was 
slippery, and covered with slimy green algae. Where the scaly 
skin met the shell a dozen leeches were fastened and bloated with 
cold thick blood. Crouching on one side, Monda held the wire 
ready for action. Old Clubfoot must have seen it, for he gave a 
vicious hissing snap, closed down on the wire, and pulled his head 
back into the shell. Monda, cool as a cucumber now, made the 
wire fast. With his head held firmly out of action, Clubfoot was 
helpless. 
"There's a lot of turtle soup tied up in that wire," Monda said, 
with a whimsical look on his face. 
"You can have it," I replied. "I have had all the turtle I want 
for a while." Silently we pulled back for shore, with thoughts of 
a good yarn to tell in the shade of our quarters, and a long, tall, 
cool cocktail to soothe our nerves. 
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